Working for a better life: Longitudinal evidence on the predictors of employment among recently arrived refugee migrant men living in Australia by Correa-Velez, Ignacio et al.
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Correa-Velez, Ignacio, Barnett, Adrian G., & Gifford, Sandra
(2015)
Working for a better life : longitudinal evidence on the predictors of em-
ployment among recently arrived refugee migrant men living in Australia.
International Migration, 53(2), pp. 321-337.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/59840/
c© Copyright 2013 The Authors. International Migration c© 2013 IOM
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
http://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12099
1 
 
Working for a better life: Longitudinal evidence on the predictors of employment among 
recently arrived refugee migrant men living in Australia 
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ABSTRACT 
Although a number of studies have investigated the predictors of employment among refugee 
migrants, there is a dearth of evidence from longitudinal data. This study investigated the 
cross-sectional and longitudinal predictors of employment among 233 adult refugee men 
living in South-East Queensland, Australia. Participants were interviewed four times at six-
month intervals between 2008 and 2010. Using a conceptual model developed from the 
literature, Generalised Estimating Equations were used to model the predictors of 
employment. Over time, the employment rate increased from 44 percent to 56 percent. 
Region of birth, length of time in Australia, seeking employment through job service 
providers and informal networks, and owning a car were significant predictors of 
employment. Contrary to previous research, English language proficiency was not a 
significant predictor when other variables were controlled for. Recognition of overseas skills 
and qualifications decreased the chances of finding employment. The policy and program 
implications are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
One of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)’s strategic priorities 
is for refugees to be able to, “pursue self-reliance activities necessary to lead dignified lives, 
to reduce protection risks and to enhance the sustainability of any future durable 
solution”(UNHCR, 2011b)(p.20). For resettled refugee migrants, self-reliance and 
employment are vital for their successful integration; “without employment refugees risk 
becoming trapped in a cycle of social and economic marginalisation affecting not only them 
but possibly future generations” (UNHCR, 2002)(p.173). Better settlement outcomes are 
achieved when refugee migrants are able to find meaningful and secure employment 
(Carrington et al., 2007). Self-reliance also decreases refugees’ dependency on assistance 
from the host settlement country, enhances their sense of dignity, confidence and sense of 
control, and boosts their capacity to cope with the challenges of resettlement (UNHCR, 
2011a). Moreover, labour market participation contributes to the economy of the host 
country. 
Research consistently shows that refugee migrants have a strong motivation to find work as 
quickly as possible after being resettled, and perceive work as an opportunity for personal 
development, an obligation to family and community, and as a way of showing gratitude to 
their new country (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010, Flanagan, 2007, Taylor and Stanovic, 
2005). However, the literature also shows the many barriers refugee migrants face when 
trying to secure meaningful employment, including: disadvantages in the local labour market; 
substantial downward mobility; lack of qualifications or difficulties getting their overseas 
skills, qualifications and experience recognised; lack of local work experience; lack of 
knowledge of the local workplace and employment conditions; discrimination; lack of 
targeted employment services; the refugee experience; proficiency in the local language; 
pressure from multiple caring and household responsibilities; limited access to affordable 
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housing close to workplaces; and limited access to transport (Refugee Council of Australia, 
2010, Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2007, de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010, Flanagan, 2007). 
Most of the available Australian and international literature reports low levels of labour force 
participation among refugee migrants in the first years of settlement when compared to other 
migrant groups (DeVoretz et al., 2004, Australian Survey Research Group, 2011, Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2010, Bloch, 2004). A number of studies have investigated the 
predictors of employment among people with refugee backgrounds (Potocky, 1997, Waxman, 
2001, Pendakur and Pendakur, 1997, Piché et al., 1997, de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010). 
Factors that have been found to predict refugee labour market participation are local language 
proficiency, length of time in the country of resettlement, education (in particular host 
country specific education), recognition of overseas qualifications, previous work experience, 
social capital, ethnicity, gender, age, citizenship, household composition, history of trauma, 
health and mental health status. 
There is however a dearth of evidence from longitudinal data on the predictors of 
employment among resettled refugee migrants. The need to address this particular 
information gap was recently identified in a comprehensive literature review on the 
economic, civic and social contributions of refugees (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). 
This paper investigates the predictors of employment status among a cohort of 233 recently 
arrived men with refugee backgrounds living in South-East Queensland, Australia. This 
group of men participated in a longitudinal study conducted between 2008 and 2010. 
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Refugee resettlement in Australia 
An estimated 750,000 refugees and humanitarian entrants have settled in Australia since 1945 
(Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011b). Australia is one of the countries with a 
formal humanitarian resettlement program, and approximately 133,000 refugees have entered 
Australia under this program over the last ten years (Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship, 2011c). Currently, the Australian Humanitarian Program consists of two 
components: (1) onshore protection/asylum component, for those people who seek protection 
while they are in Australia and are found to be refugees under the 1951 Refugee Convention; 
and (2) offshore resettlement component, for people overseas who are in need of resettlement 
due to humanitarian reasons (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011b). 
The source countries for Australia’s refugee intake have changed over time depending on the 
regional humanitarian needs. During the late 1990s, about half of those resettled were from 
Europe. The proportion of resettlement from African countries increased between 2000 and 
2005. More recently, the focus of the humanitarian program has shifted towards the Middle 
East (including South West Asia) and South East Asia, although Africa remains an important 
focus of the program (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011b). 
Once people arrive in Australia on a refugee or humanitarian visa, or are granted a protection 
visa while in Australia, they have the same rights and are eligible to apply for the same 
benefits as all other permanent residents. For the first year of settlement, the Humanitarian 
Settlement Services (HSS) program provides a range of services through a coordinated case 
management model. These services include: on arrival reception and orientation; assistance 
with accessing accommodation; information on and referral to mainstream agencies and other 
community services (e.g. welfare assistance, employment services, access to education and 
healthcare services) (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011b). After the first year 
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of settlement, the Settlement Grants Program (SGP) funds settlement service providers to 
assist humanitarian entrants to build their self-reliance and foster connections with 
mainstream services (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011a). In addition, 
refugee migrants with special or complex needs are supported through the Complex Care 
Support (CCS) program which provides specialised and intensive case management for up to 
five years after arrival. 
Refugee and humanitarian visa holders also have access to a number of longer-term 
settlement services available to all permanent migrants to Australia. The Adult Migrant 
English Program (AMEP) offers up to 510 hours of free English lessons for the first five 
years after arrival. For refugees, additional hours may be available through the Special 
Preparatory Program (SPP). AMEP also offers additional tuition through the Settlement 
Language Pathways to Employment and Training (SPLET) program. SPLET offers 200 hours 
of an employment-focused course, which includes 80 hours of work experience placements 
(Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011b). Humanitarian entrants also have access 
to Job Services Australia, the Australian Government’s national employment services system, 
which assists in finding sustainable employment. 
Theoretical considerations 
In order to examine the predictors of employment status over time in this cohort of recently 
arrived refugee men, a conceptual model was developed based on the existing literature on 
refugee participation in the labour force (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010, Potocky, 1997, 
de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010, Waxman, 2001, Lamba, 2003, Colic-Peisker and 
Tilbury, 2007). This conceptual model, shown in Figure 1, categorises the potential predictors 
of employment into six domains: education/work experience, job searching, health, family 
and social support, life in Australia, and socio-demographic characteristics.  
6 
 
[Figure 1 about here] 
Consistent with the wider research this model predicts that men with higher levels of 
education, with overseas qualifications recognised in Australia and with previous experience 
in manual jobs would find it easier to get work. A 2010 study of refugees from Afghanistan, 
Iran, Iraq, Somalia and the former Yugoslavia living in the Netherlands found that “education 
acquired in the host country is a more appropriate predictor of employment than education 
acquired abroad” (de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010)(p.396). Recent Australian studies 
have found considerable occupational downward mobility and occupational status loss 
amongst skilled refugees, especially those with higher educational qualifications (Colic-
Peisker and Tilbury, 2007, Flanagan, 2007). Skilled refugees face a number of barriers to 
having their previous qualifications recognised, including high costs for bridging courses and 
supplementary examinations, lack of access to free translation services, and excessively 
complex processes across regulatory bodies that prevent recognition of qualifications and 
work experience (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). Given the current labour shortages in 
the Australian job market, refugees skilled in ‘blue collar’ occupations may find it easier to 
get work (Refugee Council of Australia, 2009). 
The model also predicts that men actively searching for work through job service providers 
and newspaper and internet ads would be more likely to find employment. Specialist 
employment support services for migrants and refugees have been found to be more effective 
at supporting their transition into employment (Kyle et al., 2004) when compared with 
generalist services. However, there is a lack of services that specifically target refugee job 
seekers in Australia (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010).  
Physical and mental health problems can prevent the economic transition of people from 
refugee backgrounds. Torture, trauma, destitution, long periods of time living in refugee 
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camps, language barriers, social isolation and the multiple stresses of resettlement in a new 
country can all contribute to the development of chronic physical and mental health problems 
which can adversely impact refugees’ capacity to find or maintain secure employment 
(Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). Depression and general health problems have been 
found to significantly reduce the odds of employment and occupational status among 
refugees (de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010). 
Additionally, having family and community support networks can have a positive influence 
on the economic adjustment of refugees (Colic-Peisker, 2003). These networks provide not 
only emotional and material support but also information about labour market opportunities. 
Social contact with members of both their own ethnic community and the broader Australian 
community are positively associated with refugees’ economic integration (Aguilera and 
Massey, 2003, de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010). 
Socio-demographic characteristics such as age, place of settlement, proficiency in the local 
language, and length of residence have all shown significant associations with the 
employment outcomes of refugees (Waxman, 2001, Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). In 
addition to the key variables found in previous research to predict employment status among 
this population group, the model also includes additional variables such as owning a car, and 
problems with the law in the country of settlement. Obtaining a drivers’ licence and having 
access to transport are essential requirements for many of the jobs humanitarian entrants 
apply for in Australia (Flanagan, 2007, Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2007). Unfamiliarity with 
the local legal system can lead to recently arrived refugees facing legal problems due to 
driving without a licence or while suspended, driving without insurance, and family law 
issues (Fraser, 2009). A criminal record or conviction can have consequences for future 
employment. 
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Most of the predictors shown in Figure 1 have been studied individually and cross-
sectionally. The question then is: when these individual predictors are examined together, and 
longitudinally, what are the key determinants of employment? 
 
METHODS 
Sampling 
Eligible participants were: (i) male; (ii) aged 18 years and over; (iii) in Australia on a refugee 
or humanitarian visa; (iv) recent arrivals to Australia (i.e. between 2004 and 2008); and (v) 
living in the greater Brisbane metropolitan area or in the Toowoomba region of South-East 
Queensland. Brisbane is Australia’s third largest city with an estimated population of 1.95 
million in 2008 (23 per cent born overseas). Toowoomba is located 127 km west of Brisbane 
with an estimated resident population of 126,000 people in 2008 (10 per cent born overseas) 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012). Over the last ten years, approximately 15,000 refugee 
and humanitarian entrants have settled in Queensland (Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship, 2011c). 
A quota sampling strategy was used to recruit a sample of participants who were 
representative, at least in terms of age and region of origin, of the broader population of men 
with refugee backgrounds settling in the selected areas within the period stated above 
(Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011c). Peer interviewers from the same ethnic 
communities recruited eligible participants. Informed consent was obtained from 233 men 
with refugee backgrounds. Full ethical clearance was provided by the La Trobe University 
Human Ethics Committee. 
Data collection 
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Peer interviewers were trained in basic research skills and the ethical conduct of research. 
Participants were interviewed four times at six-month intervals. Surveys were administered 
face-to-face in the participant’s first language or in English if this was their preferred 
language. Most interviews took place at participants’ homes or in community venues. 
Measures 
A number of standardised instruments which have been developed either in refugee research 
or adapted for use in refugee populations were included in the questionnaire. The 
questionnaire consisted of five sections: (1) Socio-demographic characteristics; (2) education 
and employment; (3) health and wellbeing; (4) family and social support; and (5) life in 
Australia. This paper focuses on the predictors of employment status as shown in the 
conceptual model presented in Figure 1. Table 1 describes these survey items in more detail. 
Employment status was assessed by asking participants, ‘What is your current employment 
status?’ The response categories were: (1) self-employed, (2) employed full-time, (3) 
employed part-time, (4) employed casual, (5) unemployed looking for work, (6) unemployed 
not looking for work, and (7) other (with a ‘please describe’ option).  
[Table 1 about here] 
During the interviews it became evident that all participants, even those studying full-time, 
were eager to find work (regardless of their time in Australia or their English language 
proficiency) and were using informal networks to find employment. Those already working 
were also keen to find better jobs. Therefore, for the purpose of this paper, employment status 
has been assessed in two groups of participants. First, employment status was assessed 
amongst all participants whether or not they were actively looking for work (all response 
categories) (Model A). Second, employment status was assessed after excluding the 
unemployed who were not (actively) looking for work (Model B). In other words, response 
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categories 1 to 5 and 7 (‘other’) were included in the Model B analysis. At the initial 
interview, 16 respondents selected the ‘other’ category. All 16 were studying and not in paid 
employment. Employment status was dichotomised into 0=unemployed and 1=employed. 
The employed category included self-employed, employed full-time, employed part-time or 
employed casual. 
Statistical analysis 
Based on the conceptual model of associations presented in Figure 1, logistic regression and 
Generalised Estimated Equations (GEE) (Diggle et al., 1996) were used to model the 
predictors of employment status at first interview and over the study period, respectively. The 
GEE method accounts for the non-independence of repeated data from the same subject. For 
the GEE models, an equal correlation between responses from the same subject was assumed 
by fitting an exchangeable correlation structure. The effect of time was modelled using date 
of arrival in Australia as a common reference point. 
The analyses used two stages. Stage one involved entering all variables within each group 
(e.g. education/work experience – Figure 1) into logistic regression (first interview data) and 
GEE models (longitudinal data) to identify those that were associated with employment 
status. A backwards elimination process was used to eliminate those variables with a p-value 
greater than 0.1. The second stage involved entering all variables from the previous stage 
with a p-value less than 0.1 into a logistic regression and a GEE model, together with the 
socio-demographic characteristics shown in Figure 1. This controlled for the potential 
confounding effects of age (in years), region of birth (Africa, Middle East, South-East Asia), 
place of settlement (urban vs. regional), English language proficiency (good vs. poor), and 
time in Australia (in months). Lastly, variables with a p-value greater than 0.05 were 
sequentially eliminated using a backwards elimination process. Socio-demographic 
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characteristics were not removed from the final model. Missing data ranged from 0.1 per cent 
(subjective health status) to 5 per cent (number of people close to you) over the study period. 
Given the small amount of missing data no imputation was used. Statistical analyses were 
conducted using SPSS software v.19.  Only the final logistic regression and GEE models are 
presented in the paper. 
 
RESULTS 
Participants’ characteristics 
Of the 233 participants, 232 were resettled refugees and one was granted asylum after 
arriving on a student visa (this participant was never in immigration detention and his 
protection visa conferred the same benefits granted to all resettled refugees); 173 (74%) 
participants were born in Africa (Sudan, Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, 
Liberia, Congo-Brazzaville, Tanzania and Uganda), 31 (13%) were born in the Middle East 
(Iraq, Afghanistan and Iran), and 29 (13%) in South-East Asia (Burma). Three-quarters were 
living in the greater Brisbane metropolitan area (urban settlement) and the remaining in the 
Toowoomba area (regional settlement). Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 69 years (mean 
± s.d. = 32 ± 9 years). Their time in Australia ranged from less than one month to 57 months 
(mean ± s.d. = 24 ± 17 months). At the initial interview, 69 per cent of participants reported 
good levels of English language proficiency; this percentage increased to 81 per cent in the 
final interview (at 18 months). At the 18 month interview, 210 participants completed the 
questionnaire, with a total attrition rate of just 10 per cent. Those lost to follow-up were 
significantly more likely to live in the urban area (P=0.004) and to be employed at the first 
interview (P=0.012). 
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Participants’ occupations 
Participants’ main occupations before arriving in Australia were teaching (12%), farming 
(12%), interpreting (9%), community work (9%), factory work (7%), and building/labourer 
(7%). One-quarter were studying prior to coming to Australia. At the initial interview, 44 per 
cent were employed; of these, 46 per cent were employed full-time and 54 per cent part-time 
or casual. Their main occupations were factory work (35%), building/labourer (20%), 
farming (8%) and cleaning (2%). Only 11 (5%) participants were employed in non-manual 
labour jobs (e.g., retail assistant, administration officer, community health worker, assistant 
nurse). 
Predictors of employment status 
Table 2 summarises the independent variables included in the conceptual model (Figure 1) at 
the initial interview. Almost one in five participants had completed tertiary education 
overseas and one in ten had finished a tertiary degree in Australia. The most common job 
searching strategy was through family and friends (informal networks), followed by job 
service providers and newspaper/internet advertisements. Overall, participants reported good 
physical and mental health, and high levels of family and social support. At the initial 
interview, four in ten men owned a car and one-third were Australian citizens. Over time, the 
employment rate increased from 44 per cent (first interview) to 56 per cent (18-month 
interview). 
[Table 2 about here] 
Predictors of employment at first interview 
The final logistic regression models for the predictors of employment at first interview (stage 
two analyses) are presented in Table 3. According to model A (all participants), the odds of 
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being employed were multiplied by 10.52 among participants born in Africa when compared 
to those born in South-East Asia (p=0.031), and by 2.27 among men settled in urban areas 
when compared to those in regional areas (p=0.040). For every month in Australia, the odds 
of finding employment were multiplied by 1.03 (p=0.018). Finally, the odds of being 
employed at first interview were multiplied by 2.08 among men who owned a car (p=0.047). 
[Table 3 about here] 
Similar to model A, model B (excluding the unemployed not actively looking for work) 
shows that the odds of having employment at first interview were higher among those living 
longer in Australia (OR=1.04; p=0.037). Contrary to model A, region of birth, area of 
settlement or owning a car were not significant predictor of employment. Importantly, using 
informal networks increased the odds of finding employment among this group (OR=4.54; 
p=0.014). 
Predictors of employment status over time 
The final GEE models for the predictors of employment status over time (stage two analyses) 
are shown in Table 4. According to model A (all participants), the odds of being employed 
were multiplied by 0.32 among participants born in the Middle East when compared to those 
born in South-East Asia (p=0.016). For every month in Australia, the odds of finding 
employment were multiplied by 1.02 (p=0.003). For those who used the job service providers 
or sought employment through informal networks, the odds of finding employment were 
multiplied by 2.36 (p<0.001) and 1.80 (p=0.001), respectively. The odds of being employed 
were multiplied by 1.55 among those men who owned a car (p=0.020). 
[Table 4 about here] 
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Similar to model A, model B (excluding the unemployed not actively looking for work) 
shows that the odds of finding employment were lower among participants born in the 
Middle East (when compared to those born in South-East Asia) (OR=0.29; p=0.026) and 
higher among those living longer in Australia (OR=1.03; p<0.001), and those owning a car 
(OR=1.74; p=0.020). However, contrary to model A, using either job service providers or 
informal networks were not significant predictors of employment among this group of men. 
Interestingly, the odds of finding employment were multiplied by 0.39 among those 
participants who had their overseas skills or qualifications recognised in Australia (p=0.001). 
So recognition of overseas skills/qualifications decreased the chances of finding employment. 
 
DISCUSSION 
As found in previous research, our results show that region of birth, length of time in the 
country of resettlement, and seeking work through informal networks are significant 
predictors of employment among people with refugee backgrounds (Potocky, 1997, Potocky 
and McDonald, 1995, Lamba, 2003, Cebulla et al., 2010, Hugo, 2011). Most of the literature 
also indicates the importance of sound proficiency in the local language to ensure refugees’ 
access to the labour market (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010, Waxman, 2001, Hugo, 
2011). However, our study found that English language proficiency did not predict 
employment status among this group of refugee men (neither cross-sectionally nor 
longitudinally). This was after controlling for variables such as age, region of birth, place of 
settlement, length of time in the country of resettlement, owning a car, use of job seeking 
services and informal networks, and overseas skills recognition. Most of our participants 
found work in low status jobs that required no or very limited English language proficiency. 
A recent study on the employment experience of refugees in the Netherlands found that 
15 
 
language proficiency was not significantly associated with refugees’ odds of employment, but 
rather to refugees’ occupational status (de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010). 
Studies have also reported a positive association between recognition of overseas skills and 
qualifications and employment among refugees (Iredale et al., 1996, Refugee Council of 
Australia, 2010). However, contrary to those studies, our longitudinal research found that 
having overseas skills/qualifications recognised decreased the chances of finding 
employment among this group of men. Refugee migrant men whose overseas qualifications 
are recognised in Australia only look for jobs in their areas of expertise and this might limit 
their employment opportunities. This single explanation however misses the bigger picture. 
Previous Australian research has confirmed “the existence of a segmented labour market 
where racially and culturally visible migrants are allocated the bottom jobs regardless of their 
human capital” (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2006)(p.201). Furthermore, resettled refugees 
“cluster in the low-status, difficult, unhealthy, insecure and exploitative jobs. (…) those 
skilled and highly skilled among them are almost equally affected” (Colic-Peisker and 
Tilbury, 2006)(p.220). A recent study of the economic, social and civic contribution of 
humanitarian arrivals to Australia has also shown evidence of ‘occupational skidding’, 
especially among recently arrived humanitarian groups from Africa, Afghanistan and Iraq, 
whereby their skills are not being fully used in the labour market (Hugo, 2011). Establishing 
proper and more flexible processes for the recognition of overseas skills and qualifications is 
still crucial for finding meaningful and secure employment for migrants and refugees 
(Refugee Council of Australia, 2010), but additional strategies should be implemented to 
address employers’ lack of experience with employing ‘visibly different’ recently arrived 
refugee settlers (Tilbury and Colic-Peisker, 2006). 
The Australian government’s Job Services Australia funds a network of private and 
community organisations to deliver employment services to unemployed job seekers. 
16 
 
Importantly, we found that using job service providers was a significant predictor of 
employment when the analytical model included all participants, but was no longer 
significant when excluding unemployed participants not actively looking for work. Recent 
research from Western Australia has shown that despite the “mismatch between perceptions 
of refugee clients and Job Networks providers of the adequacy of the services, and perhaps 
expectations of their respective roles [...] they [refugee clients] found their services useful in 
building their social networks and especially weak ties in the wider community” (Torezani et 
al., 2008)(p.148). So using job seeking services has a positive impact on social capital. 
Education acquired either abroad or in the host country has been found to contribute to 
refugees’ economic integration, with a stronger contribution from education obtained in the 
host country (de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010). In our study, having completed tertiary 
education in Australia was not a significant predictor of employment. It could be argued that 
the many barriers to economic participation, including discrimination, which have 
contributed to high levels of social exclusion among this group of refugee men (Correa-Velez 
et al., 2012), do not end after the successful completion of a tertiary qualification in Australia. 
Another important finding from our longitudinal research is the role of owning a car as a 
significant predictor of participants’ employment status (found in both of our models). A 
qualitative study of the settlement experiences of refugee communities in Tasmania, 
Australia, found that getting a drivers’ licence was the underpinning requirement for work 
(Flanagan, 2007). Accordingly, driving lessons programs for humanitarian entrants are being 
offered by some non-government organisations in Australia (Life and Career Centre, 2008). 
Previous research from Western Australia also found that the need for transport was an 
important concern for recently arrived refugees trying to enter the labour market (Colic-
Peisker and Tilbury, 2007). Nevertheless, to our knowledge, no previous research has 
measured the significant contribution of owning a car as a predictor to refugee workforce 
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participation. In settlement countries like Australia, where refugee migrants are settling in 
rural and regional areas or where the public transport is often inadequate, car ownership is 
likely to be a significant factor in securing employment.  
Despite the inclusion of a diverse range of independent variables into the analytical models, 
the effect of time spent in Australia remained a significant predictor of finding employment. 
A plausible explanation is that over time, refugee migrants gain local work experience (and 
therefore access to employment references), and valuable skills on “how to look for jobs [...] 
how to behave towards employers, and other work-related social norms” (Aguilera and 
Massey, 2003)(p.674). Refugee migrants’ settlement can be understood within Giddens’ 
framework of structure, agency and power (Giddens, 1982), where refugees are, “able to 
mobilize resources whereby they carve out ‘spaces of control’ in respect of their day-to-day 
lives and in respect of the activities of the more powerful” (p.198). 
A number of limitations should be acknowledged. First, this gender-specific study focused on 
the settlement experiences of men with refugee backgrounds. The predictors of employment 
status are likely to differ across genders as most of the existing literature reports greater 
barriers for refugee women entering the labour force (Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). 
Second, the study used a non-probabilistic sampling strategy and therefore no claim can be 
made that this sample is representative of the overall population of refugee men settling in 
Australia. However, the sample closely resembles (at least in terms of age and region of 
birth) the population of refugee men who settled in South-East Queensland between 2004 and 
2008 (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011c). Third, our research was an 
observational study with no control group, and thus, no comparison of predictors of 
employment can be made with other migrant categories, or with other disadvantaged 
populations of Australian men. Although recent longitudinal research found greater barriers 
and poorer employment outcomes among refugees when compared with other migration 
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categories, it did not comprehensibly assessed predictors of employment status among these 
population groups (AMES Research and Policy Unit, 2011). A recent study by Hugo (Hugo, 
2011) found that, with increased residence in Australia, refugee migrant workforce 
participation converges towards those of the Australian population. Fourth, this longitudinal 
research collected data over an 18-month period from recently arrived refugee men (arriving 
within five years prior to the commencement of the study). Predictors of employment are 
likely to change over time and therefore further longitudinal research on long-term refugee 
resettlement is needed. Fifth, our analysis used only two categories of employment status, 
employed and unemployed. Although discriminating between full-time, part-time and casual 
employment can provide valuable information, we considered that a dichotomous dependent 
variable was the simplest way of presenting this type of analysis. In this context, being 
employed does not necessarily mean having appropriate and fulfilling employment. Finally, 
we cannot claim that our findings apply to other countries of refugee resettlement. Although 
high rates of unemployment and major barriers to economic participation among refugees 
have been reported in a variety of countries (Cebulla et al., 2010, de Vroome and van 
Tubergen, 2010, Lamba, 2003, Potocky, 1997), predictors of refugees’ participation in the 
workforce are influenced by the domestic social, cultural, political and labour landscapes. 
Despite these limitations, our findings have important policy implications. In order to ensure 
that the recognition of overseas skills and qualifications is an effective strategy to enhance 
workforce participation, it should be accompanied by educating employers (especially those 
outside the traditional migrant employment ‘niches’) about the resources and capabilities of 
refugee migrants, enhancing employers’ awareness of the value of recognised overseas-
gained skills (too often undervalued), and fostering programs that target the needs of job 
seekers with refugee backgrounds in particular. Previous research has shown the 
effectiveness of targeted or specialist employment services for refugee job seekers (Kyle et 
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al., 2004, Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). Our study also suggests that in addition to 
supporting refugee migrants getting their drivers’ licence, establishing favourable loan 
programs that enable refugee settlers to buy a car can have a positive impact on their 
workforce participation. 
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FIGURE 1: Conceptual model for the predictors of employment status among resettled men with 
refugee backgrounds 
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TABLE 1: Independent variables used to predict employment status among men with refugee 
backgrounds  
Predictors Item/scale 
 
Socio-demographics 
Age (years) How old are you now? 
Region of birth In which country were you born? Categorised into 
1=Africa; 2=Middle East; 3=South-East Asia 
Place of settlement Where do you currently live? Categorised into 1=Urban 
area; 2=Regional area 
English language proficiency How well do you speak English now? (1=very well, to 
4=not at all). Dichotomised into 0=poor English language 
proficiency; 1=good English language proficiency 
Time since arrival in Australia 
(months) 
When did you arrive in Australia? (month/year) 
Education/work experience 
Tertiary education overseas What is the highest educational level that you completed 
overseas before you came to Australia? (1=none; 
2=primary school; 3=secondary school; 4=college/trade; 
5=university). Dichotomised into 0=secondary or below; 
1= tertiary 
Tertiary education in Australia What is the highest educational level that you have 
completed in Australia? (1=none; 2=primary school; 
3=secondary school/year 12; 4=TAFE/college/trade; 
5=university)Dichotomised into 0=secondary or below;  1= 
tertiary 
Recognition of overseas 
skills/qualifications 
Have your previous overseas skills/qualifications been 
recognised in Australia? (1=not recognised; 2=only 
partially recognised; 3=yes, fully recognised); 
Dichotomised into 0=No; 1=Yes (Colic-Peisker and 
Tilbury, 2007) 
Occupation overseas What was your main job occupation before you came to 
Australia? (Open question). Dichotomised into 0=blue 
collar occupation; 1=white collar/other occupation 
Job searching 
Used job service providers What method have you used to look for a job? Job 
services? 0=No; 1=Yes 
Used newspapers/internet What method have you used to look for a job? Newspaper 
advertisements or internet? 0=No; 1=Yes 
Used informal networks What method have you used to look for a job? Family 
and/or friends? 0=No; 1=Yes 
 
Health 
Long standing illness or disability Do you have any long-standing illness or disability that has 
troubled you over time or is likely to affect you over a 
period of time in the future? 0=No; 1=Yes (Office for 
National Statistics, 2005) 
Subjective health status How satisfied are you with your health? (1=very 
dissatisfied, to 5=very satisfied). Dichotomised into 
0=dissatisfied; 1=satisfied (World Health Organization, 
1996) 
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Predictors Item/scale 
 
Depression Depression items from the 25-item Hopkins Symptoms 
Checklist (HSCL-25)(Derogatis et al., 1974). The algorithm 
method was used to define caseness (0=No depression; 
1=Depression) (Mollica et al., 1999) 
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 16 DSM-IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders 4th Edition)-related post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) items of the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (HTQ) 
(Mollica et al., 1992). The algorithm method was used to 
define caseness (0=No PTSD; 1=PTSD) (Mollica et al., 
1999) 
 
Family and social support 
Marital status What is your marital status? (1=never married; 
2=married/living together; 3=separated/divorced; 
4=widowed). Dichotomised into 0=never married; 1=Other 
Live with family members Which members of your family are currently living with 
you in your household? (Open question). Dichotomised 
into 0=live with no family members; 1=live with family 
members 
Number of people close to you How many people do you consider very close to you? 
(Mitchell and Trickett, 1980). Dichotomised based on 
median into 0=3 or less; 1=4 or more. 
Level of social support 9-item social support scale based on work by S. Cobb 
(Cobb, 1976). Scale was dichotomised into 0=low social 
support (lower quartiles); 1=high social support (upper 
quartile) 
Most/all friends are from own ethnic 
background 
Of all the people in Australia that are important to you, 
about how many would you say are from your own 
cultural/ethnic background? (1= all; 2=most; 3=some; 
4=only a few; 5=none). Adapted from (Kennedy School of 
Government, 2000). Item dichotomised into 0=some/few; 
1=most/all 
Life in Australia 
Owning a car Do you currently own a car? 0=No; 1=Yes 
Problems with the law in Australia Since arriving in Australia, have you had any problems 
with the law? 0=No; 1=Yes 
Australian citizenship Do you have Australian citizenship? 0=No; 1=Yes 
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TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics of independent variables used to predict employment status among 
men with refugee backgrounds, at first interview (n=233) 
 
Predictors First interview 
(n=233) 
n (%) 
Education/work experience 
Tertiary education overseas 
Tertiary education in Australia 
Recognition of overseas skills/qualifications 
Occupation overseas (blue collar) 
 
44 (19%) 
21 (9%) 
19 (8%) 
80 (34%) 
 
Job searching 
Used job service providers 
Used newspaper/internet 
Used informal networks 
 
 
108 (46%) 
90 (39%) 
113 (49%) 
Health 
Long standing illness or disability 
Subjective health status (satisfied) 
Depression 
Post-traumatic stress disorder 
 
 
25 (11%) 
195 (84%) 
5 (2%) 
12 (5%) 
 
Family and social support 
Marital status (never married) 
Live with family members 
Number of people close to you (4 or more) 
Level of social support (high) 
Most/all friends are from own ethnic background 
 
 
103 (44%) 
177 (76%) 
112 (48%) 
172 (74%) 
117 (50%) 
 
Life in Australia 
Own a car 
Problems with the law in Australia 
Australian citizenship 
 
 
91 (39%) 
4 (2%) 
71 (31%) 
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TABLE 3: Logistic regression models of cross-sectional (first interview) predictors of employment 
status among men with refugee backgrounds living in South-East Queensland, Australia 
 
Outcome Predictor Estimate 
(OR) 
95% Confidence 
Interval 
P-value 
 
Model A: All participants* 
 
Employment 
status 
(employed) 
Age (years) 1.02 0.98, 1.06 0.375 
Region of birth 
Africa 
Middle East 
South-East Asia 
 
10.52 
1.14 
1.00 
 
1.25, 88.91 
0.10, 12.97 
. 
 
0.031 
0.914 
. 
Place of settlement (urban) 2.27 1.04, 4.97 0.040 
English language proficiency 
(good) 
1.72 0.79, 3.76 0.174 
Time in Australia (months) 1.03 1.01, 1.06 0.018 
Owning a car (yes) 
 
2.08 1.01, 4.29 0.047 
 
Model B: Excluding the unemployed not actively looking for work** 
 
Employment 
status 
(employed) 
Age (years) 1.00 0.96, 1.05 0.898 
Region of birth 
Africa 
Middle East 
South-East Asia 
 
3.08 
1.27 
1.00 
 
0.20, 47.16 
0.03, 54.66 
. 
 
0.419 
0.902 
. 
Place of settlement (urban) 0.45 0.14, 1.43 0.176 
English language proficiency 
(good) 
1.17 0.42, 3.26 0.759 
Time in Australia (months) 1.04 1.00, 1.07 0.037 
Used informal networks (yes) 4.54 1.36, 15.19 0.014 
* 214 participants in analysis 
** 126 participants in analysis 
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TABLE 4: GEE models of longitudinal predictors of employment status among men with refugee 
backgrounds living in South-East Queensland, Australia 
 
Outcome Predictor Estimate 
(OR) 
95% Confidence 
Interval 
P-value 
 
Model A: All participants* 
 
Employment 
status 
(employed) 
Age (years) 1.01 0.98, 1.03 0.628 
Region of birth 
Africa 
Middle East 
South-East Asia 
 
0.99 
0.32 
1.00 
 
0.51, 1.93 
0.13, 0.81 
. 
 
0.990 
0.016 
. 
Place of settlement (urban) 1.60 0.97, 2.67 0.069 
English language proficiency 
(good) 
1.38 0.85, 2.22 0.193 
Time in Australia (months) 1.02 1.01, 1.03 0.003 
Used job service provider (yes) 2.36 1.65, 3.37 <0.001 
Used informal networks (yes) 1.80 1.26, 2.57 0.001 
Owning a car (yes) 
 
1.55 1.07, 2.23 0.020 
 
Model B: Excluding the unemployed not actively looking for work** 
 
Employment 
status 
(employed) 
Age (years) 1.00 0.97, 1.03 0.908 
Region of birth 
Africa 
Middle East 
South-East Asia 
 
0.46 
0.29 
1.00 
 
0.20, 1.05 
0.10, 0.86 
. 
 
0.065 
0.026 
. 
Place of settlement (urban) 0.49 0.23, 1.05 0.065 
English language proficiency 
(good) 
1.56 0.90, 2.70 0.113 
Time in Australia (months) 1.03 1.01, 1.04 <0.001 
Recognition overseas 
skills/qualifications (yes) 
0.39 0.23, 0.67 0.001 
Owning a car (yes) 
 
1.74 1.09, 2.78 0.020 
* 840 responses from 230 participants 
** 574 responses from 207 participants 
